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Living Plants in Hawaii Attacked
by Coptotermesformosanus1
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ABSTRACT
Forty-seven species of living plants in 27 families were found infested by Coptotermesformosanus
Shiraki in Hawaii. The symptoms caused by the infestations were dependent on the mode of attack.
Although an actual value was not placed on the economic losses caused by the attacks, evidence indicates
that the losses are substantial.
The Formosan subterranean termite, Coptotermes formosanus Shiraki, is a
xylophagous species which can feed and survive on almost any material containing
cellulose. It is the most serious structural pest in the Hawaiian Islands. In fact it is the
single most destructive insect in Hawaii (Lai 1977). C formosanus attacks finished
products such as books, cardboards, lumber, fabric, paper, etc.
In addition to finished products, C. formosanus will attack many living plants.
There are several ways in which the termite may attack the plant. With many of the
large trees, the main attack will be in the heartwood. Occasionally the termites may
tunnel to the surface ofthe tree and build tunnels at the surface indicating that the tree
had been attacked. The tree appears normal and healthy since most ofthe living parts
of the tree are undamaged. However, since the support structure of the tree has been
destroyed, it can easily be blown over by high winds. Trees falling because of attacks
by C formosanus have injured people, crushed homes, cars, and caused other
property damage.
Secondly, the termites may feed directly on the roots and kill the plant. The plant
takes on a wilted appearance before dying. This occurs because the termites have
destroyed so much ofthe roots and root hairs that the plant cannot take up water and
nutrients. This frequently happens with citrus and eucalyptus.
Thirdly, termites may girdle trees and large shrubs. As girdling progresses, some of
the branches above the damaged area may show signs of wilting. The tree dies when
the trunk is completely girdled.
In a fourth type ofattack the termites infest all parts ofthe plant at about the same
time. This usually occurs with shrubs and smaller plants. Termites can be found in the
stems, in the roots, in edible parts such as fruits, conns, etc. This attack also kills the
plant.
Although C.formosanus is now known to attack many living plants in Hawaii, the
economic losses caused by these attacks are not known. It is apparent that these losses
are significant since termites have attacked and reduced the yields of sugar cane, and
other economic crops. In addition it has attacked ornamental and fruit trees, such as
avocado, mango, octopus tree, and eucalyptus which are commonly grown in urban
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Polysdas quUfoylei (Bull) L.H. Bailey
Araucaria heterophylla (Salisb.)
Franco

































































































































Delonix regia (Bojer) Raf.
Leucaena glauca (L.) Benth.
Prosopis pallida (Humb. & Bonpl. ex.
Willd.) HBK
Samanea saman (Jacq.) Merr.
Hibiscus spp.






Eugenia cuminii (L.) Druce
Melaleuca leucadendra L.





Ci/ms fiwo/i (L.) Burm.f.
























































































286 Proceedings, Hawaiian Entomological Society
Honolulu. Many panax and hibiscus hedges have been destroyed by the termites.
Moreover, the feeding of the termites on live tissues may enable plant pathogens to
enter through the wounds. This would significantly increase the damage caused by the
termite.
Although Harris (1969) listed 32 species of plants attacked by various species of
termites, no list has been compiled for C formosanus. We present here a list of 48
plants in 27 families attacked by C. formosanus in Hawaii (Table 1). This list is
comprised mainly of records from the island of Oahu since the termite is most
widespread on this island and most ofthe work on C.formosanus is being done on this
island. There is no doubt that this list will be greatly expanded in the future as people
become more aware of the symptoms caused by termite attacks.
The nomenclature ofthe plants in this list follows that ofNeal (1965) and Terrell
(1977).
The table lists the earliest date that each plant species was found infested on each
island. Subsequent observations were not recorded in the table.
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